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Having recently complet=d the .iaster*'s program in interpreta-

' tion at Northwestern Univepéity. I am both concerned and dismayed:
.L at the lack of étﬁgntion‘whicth bercéived to tﬁe contribution of

i black aestﬁetics_to the field. This lack of attention was most
"notably evident in & seminar in the history of.{nterpretatéon,
which dealﬁ”only with Euroﬁeaé and Euro-American perspectives

| whlle ignoring Afrlcan and Afro-Ameqlcan traditions, Wthh clearly
have a’ great deal to olfer the discipline. In this paper I will
present-a survey of Afrlcén andrgfro-AmeriCan_oral traditions‘which
'pave iméortant eaucatiopal, cultural, and social value, and which

1A

hévé the potential to provide students and scholars.in the field

‘

with a fuller realizaﬁion of what Wa}lace Bacon describes as "the
6therness of others."l Indeed, the black gesthetic offé}s interpré-
tatlon to echo one of dr. Bacon's central concepts, & new fext fo
be matched 7

The black aesthetlc has ‘a great deal of theoretlcal and prac- !
tical contrlbutlons to offer the~f1ela oT 1nterpretatlon From the
5Afrlcan oral poets of the past and present, to the black poets of -
'!the sixties whoée works éan.be’directly traced to African ancestry,
 ora1 tradi?ion has always been an_element of primary importance in
© the black aesthetic. 'Blaék art is also highly ei?reésixe of éhe
;.cultural richness of black history and consciousness and is, as. Don

. . L. Lee suggests in Dvnaﬁite Voices, both functional and‘colléctive;

"art for the peobvle'’s sake. "2 Unfortunately, black art, and es-
pecially black-poetry, is often viewed from a Eurocentric perspec-
tive that trivializes and undermines thavhistoribal, cultural and

" aesthetic significance which it possesses. Stephen Hendersbn, as

. ~
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black crltlc whose book Understandlnv the New Black Poetrv remains

one of the sem1nal expllcatlons of the black aesthetlc, p01nfs out

the problematic nature of this Eurocentric p01nt of v1ew;

Black poetry in the United States has been
widely misunderstood, misinterpreted; and .
"undefvalued fo; a variety of reasons—aes-'
thetic, cultural, and political—-especially
by white critics; but with the exceptlon of
~the work of a few establlshed flgures~ -it has
also been suspect by many Black:academloians
whose Iiterary judgenentsaafe self-consciousty
"objective" and whoee cultural values. while

avowedly "Amerlcan," are eesentlally European 3

&
Henderson goes on %to outxlne the dletlnvulohlnv characterlsflcs of

vlack poet;y_and o;fers three broad crltlcal oategorles; theme,
structure, and "saturation," a theoretical concept which he de-
scribes as "several thlngs, chiefly the communlcatlon of" ’Black-
ness'’ and fldellty to the. observed or 1ntu1ted truth of the Black
experience in the United States."ul An understanding and apprecia-

tion of theseé concepts is necessary in any critical interpretation

of blaok.poetry. and is'especially important in oral performance.
The interpreter who wishes‘to'perform black poetry needs to be -

aware of the cultural and historical traditions from which it has
' ‘ )

evolved; and needs to be sensitive to the differences between those e

traditions and the European a1d Euro-American literary traditions

which are often imposed upon Black art.
. Vs N
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&he foundational elements of the black aesthetic can be di-

N

:'rectly;traced to pre-Diaspora African culture and tradition. . In

her dissertation entitled Iraditional wit and Humor in Pan-Afrikan

Qrama,'Ms.2N1oki7McE1roy‘explicates many of. the undergirding ele-
ments of the black aesthetic in her exploration of wit and numorr5
She also explores much of the hlstory and cultural traditions of
pre-and post Dlaspora Afrlcan peoples. 1nd1cat1ng the extent to -
Whlch prlmary orallty has malntalned 1tse1f as an 1mportant force

in black culture and aesthetlcs. Lawrence w Lev1ne ampllrles Ms.

McElroy‘*s flndlngs when he ertes in Black Lulture and Biack Con-

A} 1
. . , A -
sciousness; * ‘ ‘ ~ ‘ .

~

9In thelr sonjs, as in their tales,- aphorisms,-
proverbs, anécdotes, and jokes, Afro-American

slaves, following the practices of the African

-

—

cultures %heyﬂhad'been'forced to'leave behind
them, assigned a central.role %o the Spoken
arts,'encouraged and rewarded verbal improvi-,
sation, maintained the particioatory nature of -
their.express3Ve culture, and utilized the spo--
ken: arts tc v01ce crltlclsm as well as to up- :

hold tradltlonal values and- group cohesion.6

 Levine's observation suggests the extent. to which African amd Afro-
American oxal traditions reflect the history and~cu1ture of peoples

‘ A - .
whose sense of poetic expression of the spoken. word "best stands

td

the tests of the ages, because more than any other, it is concerned

with the destiny -of the spirit. "7  Lamine Nlang, in his essay on’ a

——

Negro-African poetry, states mhat poetry prov1des not onlﬁsa\ve 1cle

i
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of expression, but also functicns "in the absernc: of-a written lan-

3

. guage," to insure the survival of black historical consciousness

¥ : . 3 . +

and eulture.3 1In his analysis of tneﬁhietorioal and socialysigni-
ficance of black poetry he notes that-“a’ noem i# the last.resort,
is nothlng but the c\ore531on.ftnrough 1mages and rhythm, of pro-
found feelings. So much the bettar 1f the fenllnc are noble. Ne-
éro-Afrinan poetry is functional,“9 Niang's words not-only echo
Don‘L.‘Lee“s claim of fonctionallty; but also Waliace Bacon's con-
tention'tnat "poems ask us o understand £o 1981 with then "10
.Indeed, it is the expression of profounq feel ngs Pound in Azrlcan
poetny Wthh lzy. the Foundationg for Afro-Amerlcan oetry, poetry
that led Garcwa Lorca to dtate that "the’ negroes are the poetic salt
of the earth w11 " - _ '

’ The oral traditions of the black aesthetlc extend to all areas
of black cultore and art, and often tnese tradltlonsulncorporate ele~ "’
ﬁents of’musical and religious expression. This underlying artistic

. N o

cohesion exemplifies thas collective and ‘communal nature of -black -ex~ ‘

. SN T o
pressicn and offers 1mportan+ con rlouttons to interpretation, especi-

N

ally in terms of such concepts as "the sense of the otner“ and "the
shared*experlence. For: example, the slave splrltuals, which were a

form of communal experience deeply rooted in African oral tradition
and folk expression, are notéd by Levine as an important element 'in
maintaining individual and group cohesion. His discussion of the -

antiphonal response structure of the spirituals explicates the natpre‘.‘

of the dialectical relationship between the individual and the commu- . -

>

nity, and the central role whlch uhlS relatlonshlp played in maln-

talnlng the'fcommunallty that had bOund Afrlcan 5001et1es together wla

3 R . 3 . X N p 7 aepeme—r—
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_ﬁevine‘s'observation holds important implications)for the interpre—'

_tation theorist whose interests lie in the binding and healing effects

S
o -

of oral expression, as well as for the_individdal concerned with the
psychological dimension8~of‘ﬁerformance. Quite oBviousl&, the ele-
ment of collective expresSion found in the black aesthetic offers a
_weaith of cultural resources for the. study of performanpe ‘For ex-
'ampLe. the black aesthetlc is underglrded to a 1arge extent by the
oral traditions embedded in black folk thought and rellglous expres;
sion. Just as black art integrates oral and musical traditions,ﬁso-
‘too does:it*include cultural and historibal traditions\ This inte-
gration of traditions threaded by orality is- one of the foundatlonal
elements of Afrlcan and . Afro Amerlcan express1on and culture. One of

the flnest examples of thls/cohes1ve 1ntegratlon 1s James weron

Johnson's descrlptlon of the black preacher in r‘od's Trombones

Johnson writes that; .
. ) 3

The old-time Negro preaoher of parts was above
all an orator;‘and'in good measure an'actor.f
He hnew‘the secret of‘orator&, that at bottom
it is a progression of rhythmic intoniné'of ‘
. sheer 1ncoheren01es.... His imagination was
bold and unfettered He had the power to sweep
his heurers betore him; and so hinself was not
swept awayu At times his-lahguage was not .
prose but poetry.13 ‘- . -

Johnson S preacher exempllfles the thread of. oralltJ wthh weaves 1ts

£

way through rellglon, ratory. drama, and poetry, and seems to embody

i3 - . 7_
. e
- .
- - . .
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" some common concerns of the art-of interpretation, such as his know- .

,lege of voice and aru1cul1tlon, or hvs belng "swept away" by what

¢

.Seems to be nothing less. than divine lnsplratlon.

. -
ot

" A1l of'these elements of the black aesthetic intéract to create

an art>form that is rhetorioal qnd that demands response. The thread

of orallty has contlnued to weave its way through black art, religion,-

~

and s001al consclousness, and is very much present in a great deal of .

Afro-American llteracure. Afro Amerlcan art in general and Afro—

-

American llterature in partlcular “express the hlstory, thOught

and cul+u”e of a people wnose oral tradltlons have survived and now

. demand acknowledgement Afro—Amerlcans are, as Carolyn Rodgers p01nts'

out, "a ‘nation:of. oral rapoln poetst Waltlng to be dealt w1@ht The
-direotlon-oi Blaok~leerature? We must ultimately return to'the oral-
from which wefve_never really left;"lu_:The‘direqtion which Rodgers»
sees for ‘black literature is one which %he ?ield of interpretation -

also seems .to be headed in, and whlch I belleve nas the Dotential to

Y

bring the stddy of the blaok aesthetlc and the d1s01pllne of oral
interpretation bogether ) ‘ ‘

However, for the olack aﬂsthetlc to be truly 1ntegrated into
.the dls01ollne, 1ts dlfferences as well as its s1mllar1t1es must be
addressed Because of the c1rcumstances of oppress1on out of which

i

Vlt arose, Afr1Can and Afro—Amerlcan llturature has always sought to
serve some Iunctlonal purpose. As Nllllam-H Roblnson.notes, "Fa-
non's pattern of literary evolution tnxough the three stages of
fass1mllatlon1st Drerevolutlonary, and revolutlonary wrltlngs is es=

pec1ally vivid in the Afro-Amerlcan context’.".-5 The laterature of

AfronAmerlcans has been a means of aSSlmllaflon, 1nu°grat10n, and

finally revolutlon. Don L.Lee states in Dynamlte V01ces that-

. .
e . . v
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poets not given the sanie recognltlon as black poets Such as Lang-

v
<

a Black’ poem is written not to be read and put .
aside, but to'actually become a part of the
" giver and recelver It must perform some
functlon- move the emotlons, become a part of
the dance, or s1moly make one. act Whereas the
"work 1tself is: perlshabl » the sﬁyle énd spirit
of the creatlon are malntalned‘and used and re-
used to produce new works. Clearly, artsfor.art's
sake is somethiog out of a European dream.and_does

: , ~, o s
not exist, in most cases, for Black poets".16 : -

v

Lee's book is one of the seminal works of “black literary oriticism

_ which'begins;to offer a definition of the black aesthétic Lee s

» maJor concern is w1+n the black poets of the s1xt1es, a group of

g

ston Hu hes, Gweadolyn Brooks, Claude McKay, and Robert Hayden, -
but whose message iIs just as eloquent and perhaps even.more urgent 7
He explalns that, although black poetry of the sixties is not very -
different from that of the fourtles and flftles, 15 is dlstlnct in
that the sixties brought about an awareness’ of a black collectlve
consciousness. In defining the aesthetic and theoretlcal assump-

tions of black“poetry of the sixties, ILee explicates a number of

characterlstlcs of these works Wthh offer 1mportant contrlbutlons

to the fleld of 1nterpretatlon, perhaps the most 1mportant belng
\

“his claim that black poetry posSsesses "mus1callty-—the unlque use -

.of vowels and consonants with the developed rap, demandlng that the

Poetry be read ou_t'louci.»v"‘l'7



Another of the important works which echos this same call, as
well as also being a foumdational work'in the criticism of black

poetry is Stephen Henderson's ‘Understanding the New Black Poetry,

which traces the evolutlon of black poetry from pre«Harlem Renals-

sance writing, through the Toets. of ~the Harlem Renaissance, and up

-

to ﬁhe "New Black Lonsclousness" of the sixties poets. Hendersong

points out in his introduction that;

This Black poetry deserves much more serious.

-~

attention than it now receives, especially from
Black academlclans and others who profess a con-

cern with cultural clarlty, hlstorlcal accuracy,

and - SOClal Justlce 18

2

Henderson goes on to describe three . brcad "ritical categories for
|

analytlcal purposes, “and beglns;to ‘define the black aesthetic in

-

terms of (l) Theme, or "that wh?ch is spoken of, whether the:spe-
cific Subgect matter, the emotional response to 1t or 1ts intel-

lectual formulatlon.“ (2) Structure, whlc@ is "some aspect of the
4 -

) poem such as diction rhythm, flguratlve language, wnlch goes into-
the total makeup " (3)'Saturatlon, "chlefly_the communlcatlonwof

'‘Blackness' and fidelity to the obServed or intuited truth of the
. . N R )

Black experience, in'the.United-States."19 Henderson's‘explbration
of the black aesthetlc deals in great part with the soclal and psy-

ch1c functlon of black poetry, describing it as "an art of llbera~
o
“ting v151on."29 Especlally 1nterest1ng “is hlS dlscu551on of struc~

—— —————— —— et e et

;:ghgzﬁ;: which raises the issue of "limit", or performance, of a

text, or what Larry Neal calls "the destructlon of the text."<1

> t
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Henderson's discussion of this issue alone provides new insights
N .
into some of the 1mportantoconcerns of- scholars in +he field of

in{erpretatlon. He wr1tes~

By "deétructlon of the text . heal. if I

e -understand hlm correctly, refers both to
the relegatlon of the printed poem to the

_status of a "musical score," and to a lack

. of concern wi*h foermanence" in the Vesbern..a
platonlc 'sense of IDEAL PORM A poem may |
uhus differ from performance tovpenformance
Just as Jazz performances of "ily ~avor1te

- Things" would 22

Lhe 1ssue whlch Henderson ra1ses ‘'via Neal is none other than the

N

1dea of text performing perzormer, and it is an issue Whlch is

.

oresently - beln xplored by many 1nterpretatlon theorists. .QUlt;/‘

_obviously, tnis issue’ ano‘the concepts already dlscussed in this.
rpaoer sucgest that there is a ﬁreat deal’ whlch the black llterary
aesthetlc has to offer the fleld of 1nterpretatlon. The contrl—'
butions of blacks to the fleld of 1nterpretatlon have yet to be
.as fully reallzed as they~coald be, 1n-71ght‘of thelr hlstorlcal,
s001olog1cal,.cultara1 and_aesthetic s1gn1flcance. f Saunders

Reddlng, in his essay "On Being Negro in- Amerlca." presents a mat

jor challenge to the fleld -of 1nterpretatlon when he wr1tes~

what l111an Smith calls "™the old consplracy of

a

Sllenﬁe" needs to be bro&en, and the "maze oI
' X
‘ ;fantasy and -falsehood that (has) 1ittle resem-

blance 'to the actual wor&d",n°eds to be dls~

i~

3
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solved. The psychopathie resistance to self-~’
knowledge that the American,mind has.developed
must be broken dowm. what Qefhaye‘got to know
are the things that actually happenea-—and are
still haopenlnﬂ-ln America. wlth chese thlngs .
' clear before us, perhaps we cdn use our know- - ‘
.ledge and experlence for the guldance ofkman-. S

klnd.~3’

Whatzdiseipline;could;be better suited to ending alﬁcdnsplracy of
silence".than one which celebrates, so beautifully,.the spoken Qord”
In thls oaper I have. presented what I cons1der to be compelllng
ev1dence to, suoport my contentlon that the field of 1nterpretat’on \
needs to be more aware of, .and sensitive: to, ‘the contrlbutlons of
blaek'cdlture and consciousness.‘ There is nothing to .lose except
perhaps 1gnorance, and worlds of knovledge and experlence to galn.

I do not belleve that there are any llmltu to the potentlal that

-*he fleld of 1nteroretatlon has for brlnalng together people of dil-

?

ferent races, backgrounds,-and rellglons through the medlum of oral
"performance, and thus, my v1slon for the future of - 1nterpretatlon is

'an 1ntegratlon and celebration of’black art and culture through the

ry - -

black aesthetic. If I .have contrlbutOd nothlng else" to this- d1s01-;'

4

~pline, I nave at least shared that v1s1on.,

-
N
~
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